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Introduction

Language is rich with figures of speech.  Indeed, it is difficult if not impossible to carry on sustained, meaningful conversation without employing some type of figure.  When non-figurative conversation is done, it must be contrived with tremendous thought in order to avoid a mistake.  One of the reasons that figurative speech has become so entrenched is its ability to convey a message more vividly than mere, literal words.  To say that someone is angry carries little weight, but to say, “He blew his stack,” lends much more gravity to the situation.  Yet, if someone is given to exaggeration or the overuse of this language, the weight of a figure is diminished.  


The Bible employs figurative language throughout.  In some cases, this is a problem as in prophetic and apocalyptic literature because the referent is difficult or unknown.  In other cases, figurative language provides the reader and preacher with a wealth of continuity between the figure and its referent enhancing apprehension.  As in the case of poetic literature, it becomes a key to better understanding of theology, both practical and systematic.  This wealth is also a double-edged sword for figures of speech have been made to “walk on all fours”.  The latter refers to injecting more continuity between the figure and its referent than was originally intended by the author.  


This last condemnation presupposes that meaning resides within authorial intent rather than reader response.  That will be a foundation of this paper.  Authorial intent as indicated by the words of the text is the source of meaning in Scripture.  Hopefully, the context of the various passages will curb excesses in the response of the reader so that the figure of the body of Christ under consideration here will not be made to “walk on all fours” in application.


The purpose of this paper is to examine the Pauline figure of the church as the body of Christ.  It will be done in the four appropriate Pauline epistles but in chronological order.  Therefore, I Corinthians will be studied first, then Romans, Ephesians, and Colossians.  The last two reflect such tremendous overlap in content and date of authorship that they will be studied in their textual order.  The value of putting the first Corinthian epistle ahead of Romans is that the most comprehensive section on the body/church metaphor comes first.  The purpose of the examination is to determine what were Paul’s major emphases in this comparison.  

Certainly, Paul did not intend all known comparisons between a body and a church.  This has fostered some crude comments such as “who is the _____ of the body of Christ.”   Context should be and is the determiner of these emphases, but the study does not stop there.  The implications of these emphases will be the primary focus.  These implications will involve reader-response in the sense that all application / significance / extrapolation,
 not interpretation, does.  They will, however, be bounded by the parameters of Paul’s original intent (as indicated in the text) in the use of the figure.  These will be studied on the individual, local church, and universal church levels and in light of examples throughout the New Testament.  


There are a number of peripheral elements that will not be included within this paper.
Although spiritual gifts are a part of several key “body” passages, they will not be dealt with extensively.  This will also include other doctrines such as Spirit baptism within the context of these four books that do not directly touch on this metaphor.


Also, only passages that strictly refer to the body of Christ will be studied.  While the emphases within them appear throughout the New Testament, the study will be confined to just those Pauline references to the metaphor of the body.  


There are two secondary issues that must be addressed before the passages are exegeted and implications drawn.  They are the use of figurative language and the universal / local debate with reference to the body metaphor.  Both are extensive and great volumes have been written about then so only preliminary discussions will be used.  The purpose is still to derive implications from proper exegesis of the body of Christ / metaphor passages in the New Testament.

The Problem of Figurative Language


Figurative language is an integral part of all language.  Williams lists over eighty in his study of Pauline metaphors.
  This does not include all the other various figures of speech present within his epistles (even the very passages in question) and other books of the New and Old Testaments.  Some are obvious while others are embedded so deeply within speech that the average person never realizes their use.  

Since “obvious” is often relative to the reader, an initial question arises about this one.  Is the “body of Christ” a literary device called a metaphor (an implied comparison of dissimilar things without like or as)
 or is Paul using language more concretely.  Many would answer the first option in the affirmative, but some do not.  J.A.T. Robinson calls it an analogy because it is a literal fact that Christians are the risen organism of Christ’s person.
  However, he does this within the context of the identification of the body and blood of Christ with the elements of the Eucharist.  This is not to prejudice the reader but to show the full background of this interpretation.  None of these terms, in his mind, is taken as a metaphor whereas other theologies would.


Caird, on the other hand, condemns this position as one based on fear.  He maintains that to some the use of metaphor involves a forfeiture of the right to believe in the reality of that which is signified.  This is because they believe that metaphor really adds nothing substantial to the meaning or that it is only emotive and evocative with no truth-value.
  Caird’s assessment is right.  The reader should not be afraid of the comparisons made in figurative speech.  They do not dilute or deny meaning but add to it.  


Figures of speech involve comparison between two or more things.  This has been defined as vehicle and tenor.  The vehicle is the thing to which the word normally applies – body.  The tenor is the thing to which it is transferred – church.
  The richness of comparison can be seen in biblical poetry in which it abounds.  Psalm 23 would have much less impact without the comparison of Jehovah with a shepherd and Israel or the psalmist as his flock.  

However, comparisons can fail for several reasons.  They may fail because one of elements is completely unknown to the audience so there is nothing with which to compare.  This happens very seldom within a culture but may occur more frequently when there is a culture or time gap.  They may also fail when the point or points of comparison are misunderstood so that irrelevant associations are included.
  This was mentioned before with the idea of making something “walk on all fours.”  

Paul (and the Holy Spirit) had some very definite comparisons to be made within the mind of the reader when he used “body of Christ” for church.  Those are readily obtainable from exegesis of the passages and appear repeatedly.  Anything else is conjecture and may violate authorial intent.  It can do so by diluting the intention with manifold additions so that the reader is inundated with options.  It can also cause frivolous attention that detracts from the gravity of the comparison. 

Caird calls this comparison “correspondence” and says that it can come in varying degrees.
  If the level of correspondence is high, the chance for irrelevant associations will be also.  But, low correspondence can produce the same problem give the value placed upon the figure by the reader / interpreter.  

Is “body” a metaphor then?  Part of the definition of a metaphor is that there is an “overt inappropriateness of a literal interpretation.”
  This writer would prefer that the term “literal interpretation” be replaced with “primary or surface meaning” since literal is defined as the normal, customary usage of language allowing for figurative language.
  A distinction between surface and secondary meaning is much more explanatory of what goes on in interpretation since “literal” allows for both.  If the initial, surface interpretation that comes automatically to the reader’s mind creates a tension of inappropriateness, then he or she may be justified to at least consider a secondary understanding.  

In the case of the “body of Christ”, there is this same overt inappropriateness present despite a high degree of correspondence.
  I Cor. 12:12 starts innocently enough discussing the human body as a simile.  Verses 13 and 14 then interject the twin emphases of unity and diversity of Christ’s body interchangeably with the physical body.  The reader must stay sharp to keep the vehicle and tenor properly placed through vs. 27.  Romans 12 fits the same pattern of sudden tension as well as each of the passages discussed in this paper.   

Only one part of this metaphor is really identified, the head (Christ).  All else are merely members without any specific designations.  Nothing beyond the broad concepts of headship, unity, diversity, and mutual dependence are discussed.  There is nothing beyond this used in comparison.
  Immediately, the reader is struck by competing questions about other comparisons, but their answers are not present which adds to the feeling of inappropriateness.

Exploitation of correspondence of the elements of the vehicle and tenor is called development.  High development is normally a function of high correspondence.
  In the case of the body of Christ metaphor, one could say that there is minimal development around the four emphases listed above despite high correspondence.  It could be that Paul was wary of the dangers of correspondence in his metaphor, which have already cropped up in history.  

This basic inappropriateness causes most who do not take this phrase as a metaphor to use additional terms to “literal” such as “ontological, real, spiritual, or mystical.”
  One “literal” advocate even says that this is a violent use of language.
  Whatever the theological motivation behind this literal interpretation, there is a recognition that something in the natural use of language is amiss.  The answer is that it is a figure of speech, a metaphor.

This is further indicated by the extreme presence of other figures of speech within the primary passage, I Cor. 12: 12-27.   Verse 12 ends with the cryptic clause, “so also is Christ” after “one body.”  There is the debatable passage concerning water vs. Spirit vs. spirit baptism in verse 13.  Certainly, each one would necessitate some “overt inappropriateness”.  The verse closes with “drinking into one Spirit.”  Verses 15, 16, and 21 have body parts conversing with each other.  Verse 17 is using absurdity.  Verse 27 is a conclusion that demands much reflection on previous material to get past the “inappropriateness.”

The Problem of Local vs. Universal Church


This volatile subject is only discussed since the interpretation taken greatly impacts the implications.  The volatility of this discussion is illustrated with the anathemas pronounced by each side on the other.  The local church side calls the universal church interpretation “a myth, a heresy, an addiction, and a monstrosity.”
  The universal church side responds with “sectarian, and abysmally ignorant”.
  Given the theological assumptions on each side and the level of emotional involvement, a thorough discussion would not decide the issue, and that is not the purpose here.  The purpose is to try and determine which side of the debate best fits the metaphor in question since it is often used as evidence by both. 


Since there will not be an extensive discussion of this issue, this writer will state his position as that of the universal church identification.  This would be defined as all believers in Christ from Pentecost to the Rapture without distinctions of place or time.  Is that position warranted by the body metaphor.


The first piece of evidence is that the body metaphor is always used in a singular sense whereas a local church identification would necessitate a plural one.  This singular sense, though, is expressed in universal language.  I Cor. 12: 12-27 uses “we are all baptized”  but occurs within the context of “each one” in vv. 7,11.  Rom. 12: 5 uses “we” again.   Eph. 4:4-6 emphasizes “one body” amid other readily accepted “ones” – Spirit, hope, Lord, faith, baptism, and God; yet, this “one” is not accepted!  Eph. 4:7 says “each one of us”, and vv. 13 and 14 uses “we” as well as 5:30.   If the body metaphor was referring to a local church then there would be multiple bodies, and that concept never appears in Scripture.  I Cor. 12:27 as an answer will be dealt with below.

The second is the amalgamation of the Jews and Gentiles into this body – Eph. 3:6.  Many local churches of this period would have had both, but few would today.   Continuity is created even in New Testament times for few could argue that all churches from that time period contained both.  This inclusive language seems to go far beyond any one locality.  

The third is that Christ is said to be the head and savior of this body in Eph. 5:23, but which local church would that be?  Is he not the head and savior of all believers?


In fairness, Paul does use “you” (second person plural) several times within these passages – I Cor. 12:1-3 (context), 27; Eph. 4:1 (context), 6; Col. 3:15.  Therefore there is language to support both sides, but the preponderance of evidence is that Paul is speaking collectively or generically of all locations at once.  This distinction could allow for a non-local distinction called the universal church.  In fact, the truths expressed in the exegesis of these passages are true of all localities.   This inclusive language has led some “local church” advocates to accept a collective use unique to certain passages and a final grouping equal to the universal church but only in heaven in the end times.




A significant problem in this debate appears in I Cor. 12:27 where the phrase “body of Christ” is anarthrous in the original.  This provides much ammunition to the “local church only” group to say that Corinth was a body of Christ as were all the churches in that day and all those today.  

Here is an example of the “analogy of faith” principle of hermeneutics at work.  Since Scripture cannot contradict itself, an apparent contradiction must be explained by finding the general tenor of Scripture and determining whether the passage in question represents it or is a highly specialized case.   Obviously, the local church group has made the decision that it does represent the general tenor, but this violates all the other material already given.  


Some plausible answers to this conclusion are the following.  Paul is using body in an absolute sense, “you are body of Christ”. 
  It would be a synonym for unity balanced by the second phrase of the verse which stresses diversity, “and members individually.”  This might be analogous to Jn. 1:1 which is also anarthrous and stresses the absolute (not some relative) deity of Christ.  Paul might be saying after his explanation from vv. 12-26 that “you are just such a body characterized by unity and diversity under Christ.”


A companion explanation may be that each local congregation is a “microcosm, an image of the whole having the same characteristics”.  It is the local representative of the “universal” group.  This would be in addition to the absolute usage.
  It would also lead to a double use of the metaphor, first as a universal collective and second as a local collective.  Thiessen says that these figures are often applied equally for the universal church, a local church and an individual believer.  The rich complexity of figurative language is thus demonstrated.
 


Arthrous and anarthrous passages within Scripture are cause for concern yet context and grammar as well as the general theological tenor of the Bible can help to determine their impact.  The general tenor seems to be that Paul speaks collectively of the body of Christ as all believers not confined to one locality.  The specific nature of this passage is that the Corinthian church was a theological body not a conglomeration as it had been acting.  There was to be unity and diversity in tension not disunity and sinful chaos as condemned in throughout the book.


One interesting point is a conclusion by Arthur Pink that illustrates how great an impact this debate might have on the implications of this metaphor.  

In Corinthians 12:26 we read “and whether one member suffer, all the members suffer with it: or one member be honored, all the members rejoice with it.”  Now is this true of a Universal Church?  Certainly not.  Is it true that whenever a believer in Christ in India or China (of whom I have never even heard) “suffers” that “all the members,” all believers in America, “suffers” with it or him?  Certainly not.  But it is true ideally, and often in experience that when one member of a local church “suffers” all the members of that local church suffer too. 

While it can be argued that this might not regularly happen in local churches, especially mega-churches, is this an indictment of the universal theory or the local one?  If Paul says that this is true and it is not in a given locality, it is a condemnation of both.  It could be a case of making the figure “walk on all four” by bringing in extraneous points of comparison.   Paul was not saying that there was instant knowledge and thus empathy of any honor or persecution throughout even the New Testament World.  This passage will be explored in the next section and the implications in the last one.  What should be the proper relationship of distant believers in light of this metaphor?

Exegesis of Key Passages

The term “body” ( appears many times in the New Testament in connection with a normal flesh and blood human being or the specific human body of Christ.  With reference to a “body of Christ” other than his human one, it appears in only four of Paul’s epistles: I Corinthians, Romans, Ephesians, and Colossians.  These will be studied in chronological rather than textual order.

I Corinthians 10:16,17


This first mention qualifies as a cryptic one in that the emphasis does not seem to be on the “church” concept at all.  

16. The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ?  The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ?  17. For we, being many, are one bread and one body: for we all partake of that one bread.  I Cor. 10:16,17 (NKJV)

The theme of the book is an answer to the problem questions of the church at Corinth that included: divisions, immorality (church discipline), litigation, marriage, meat offered to idols, head coverings, the Lord’s Supper, spiritual gifts, and the resurrection.  The more  immediate context is chapters 8 –10 where Paul discusses the proper response to meat offered to idols.  

Verses 1-13 of chapter eight give Old Testament evidence of the need to discipline the body as Paul describes in 9:27.  The new paragraph of 14 – 22 returns to the specific problem of idolatry that was the basis for the issue in the first place.  Paul had already given approval for the Christian liberty of eating meats offered to idols within the parameter that it did not hinder a fellow believer.
  

Given the polytheism of the New Testament world, few things would have been more conspicuous than for a Christian to refuse to take part in the sacrificial feasts to the various gods of the day.  Accordingly, some believers had, evidently, sought to participate knowing that these were false religions and the event nothing more than a social gathering (to them).

Having provided the one parameter of hindrance to a fellow believer, Paul adds another: flee idolatry (v. 14)!   This abrupt command comes with the preposition  indicating fleeing from the whole realm of idolatry.
  The reason for this action is one with three illustrations.  

That any religious act whatever brings us into communication with the spiritual 

world, that this exercises a power, and that the nature of the influence thus exercised depends each time on the character of the invisible Being to which the worship is thus addressed.   Thus the Holy Supper brings the believer under the influence of Christ (vers. 16, 17); the Jewish sacrifice brings the Israelite into contact with the altar of Jehovah (ver. 18); and the heathen sacrificial feast brings man under the influence of the demons whose arts have given birth to idolatry.

Only the first one is important to this study.  Paul’s first mention of the body of Christ in vs. 16 is referring to the actual flesh and blood one sacrificed on the cross.  His second mention of “body” in vs. 17 is cryptic but emphasizes unity around that sacrifice as exhibited by the Lord’s Supper memorial (“we are one body”). “Communion” indicates a spiritual participation since the first time these words were uttered was before the actual event of the cross.
  He ends up drawing a parallel between this unity of believers around the ceremony of the Lord’s Supper that is indicative of salvation and analogous to the sacrificial feasts to idols.  There is a “communion,” , even a “participation” present.
  


The point concerning the body of Christ is that this is the first emphasis of Paul regarding the subject, unity.  That unity concerns salvation through Christ although in this case the illustration is one of the ordinances.  The irony of this emphasis is that it comes on the heels of the next illustration of the Jewish sacrificial system.  This was one of the greatest stumbling blocks of the Jew / Gentile debate.  Yet, Paul says that salvation has resolved that disunity in Christ.  


If two polar opposites like the Jews and Gentiles could be united, how much more the divisions within the Church today.  These are based on much lesser characteristics of race, age, social class, culture, distance, etc.  There is no divine revelation to call one group, God’s chosen people.  All are united around one salvation in Christ.  Modern believers should be reminded that of how many other races (besides Western European) have been dominant in church history from the New Testament until now.  Certainly, Caucasian, Western races have dominated for many years but not in the total number and possibly not in this century!


In the end, Paul’s argument involves two unities.  He condemns idolatry by first showing the unity around communion and its influence on the individual.  This parallels the influence that can be had by demons in false religion in vs. 19-22.
  He also alludes to a unity around salvation that should help resolve most of the problems discussed within the book.  Such a unity would preclude the divisions of chs. 1-4, the immorality of ch. 5, litigation in ch. 6, divorce in ch. 7, hindering a fellow believer in ch. 8-10, sacrilege within the Lord’s supper in ch. 11, and divisiveness over spiritual gifts in ch. 12-14.

I Corinthians 12:12-27


Paul’s second mention of the body of Christ is the most extensive and comprehensive.  It comes at the beginning of another discussion of a problem within the Corinthian church, division over spiritual gifts, chs. 12-14.  

12. For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ.  13. For by one spirit we were all baptized into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free—and have all been made to drink into one Spirit.  14. For in fact the body is not one member but many.  15. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I am not of the body,” is it therefore not of the body?  16. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I am not of the body,” is it therefore not of the body?

17. If the whole body were an eye, where would be hearing?  If the whole were hearing, where would be the smelling?  18. But now God has set the members, each one of them, in the body just as He pleased.  19. And if they were all one member, where would the body be?  20. But now indeed there are many members, yet one body.  21. And the eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you”; nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.”  22. No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary.  23. And those members of the body which we think to be less honorable, on these we bestow greater honor; and our unpresentable parts have greater modesty, 24. but our presentable parts have no need.  But God composed the body, having given greater honor to that part which lacks it, 25. that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one another.  26. And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or it one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.  27. Now you are the body of Christ, and members individually.  I Cor. 12:12-27 (NKJV)

Immediate Context
Paul’s first two paragraphs in the section concern the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  Paragraph one (vs. 1-3) introduces the subject of spiritual gifts and why Paul is writing.  The Corinthians had been involved in the heathenism of idolatry before Christianity.  That experience was nothing like what they had now.  Except for demonic possession, there was no similar manifestation as described later in the chapter.  Given that background, they needed revelation to explain the extent of what they now possessed.


How could they distinguish a true spiritual gift?  Paul gives two criteria, one negative and one positive.  Everything that curses Jesus is not inspired, and everything that praises him (indicating submission) is divinely inspired.  The reader should note that “Jesus” is used instead of “Christ”.  Although they refer to the same person, the distinction is often between the human Jesus and the divine Christ.  Preceding I John, Paul is centering on the incarnation and deity of Jesus Christ as the test of orthodoxy.  The phrase, “accursed,” is thought by some to be simply a rhetorical allusion – “if it did happen.”  Others, though, see parallels with 2 Cor. 11:3,4 where false teachers spoke of “another Jesus” with a “different spirit.”  Chapter 16, verse 22, casts an anathema on those who do not love the Lord Jesus Christ.  Epiphanius, a church father, even says that First Corinthians was written to combat Cerinthus, an adoptionist.
  Jews outside the church in the synagogues were enjoined to curse Jesus as an attack on Christianity that was stealing so many of its Gentile proselytes.  It seems that whether rhetorical or real a demarcation was made as in I John.


The irony is that this statement by Paul placed a great doctrinal restriction on an often-existential practice.

However ecstatic in form, or profound in matter, may be a spiritual manifestation, tongue, prophecy, or doctrine, if it tends to degrade Jesus, to make Him an impostor or a man worthy of the Divine wrath, if it does violence in any way to His holiness, you may be sure the inspiring breath of such a discourse is not that of God’s Spirit.

Paul severely restricts the subject matter in the first three verses!  The ramifications for a systematic theology include theology proper (tri-unity), pneumatology (deity, trinity), Christology (incarnation, deity, trinity), and ecclesiology (Spirit ministry).  The first aspect as revealed within this paragraph of the ministry of the Holy Spirit is his place within the trinity.


Paul’s second lead-in paragraph (vv. 4-11) emphasizes the diversity of the Spirit’s work within the Church.  Really, these first two paragraphs set the reader up for all three of the Pauline emphases concerning the body of Christ.  There is the centrality of Christ (“Jesus is Lord”), diversity (different gifts, given to “each one”), and unity (same God / Spirit).


First of all, in vs. 4, Paul changes the word for gifts from  toAlthough the context would make them synonymous, there may be a nuance of meaning that Paul wants to express.  The original question concerned the gifts of the “Spirit”-their source and realm. Now Paul calls them gifts of “grace”-- their ground and nature
They are gifts from the Spirit but by grace – something that the Corinthian church sorely needed to understand given Paul’s emphases in the next three chapters. 


In vv. 4-7, Paul seems to make three distinctions about gifts.  Some have seen this as three classifications – gifts, ministries, and activities.  Likewise, they are tied to a different member of the Trinity in each case.  The Holy Spirit is responsible for the reception, development, and application of these gifts in unity.  The Lord Jesus is responsible for the diversity of spiritual ministries in the Christian community.  “Ministries” is  indicating service and having the cognate of deacon.  God is said to have the responsibility of “activities” -  which only occurs twice in the New Testament.  In vs. 10 it signifies miraculous powers.


Hodge takes a slightly different approach.  He says that they are not different classes but aspects.  As far as the Spirit, they are gifts; in relation to the Lord, they are ministries that serve him; and in relation to God, they are activities that he energizes with his divine power.  But, it is the same Spirit, Lord, God who is concerned with them all.  They are all  administered by the Spirit graciously.


There does not seem to be any reason to mention all three members of the Trinity or three different descriptive terms unless there is a point to be made.  That point may be not to divide the Trinity on this issue but to apply all of it.  It may also be to emphasize the gifts’ use as a ministry to the Church as well as a supernatural ability above and beyond any natural talent.


Paul returns to this work as that of the Spirit in vs. 7.  That the Spirit gives gifts to “each one” has been interpreted to “each and every believer.”  This is born out by  which can mean “each or every”
 and the indeterminate nature of “one” or “another” through vv. 11.  Diversity is the main emphasis of the distribution here, unity the main emphasis in the source, the Holy Spirit.  It is uncontrolled diversity for the Spirit is in control of the distribution not the believer.  The incomplete list of gifts bears this out  since the total number in the New Testament adds up to twenty whereas only nine appear here.  Verse 11 concludes the paragraph with the same twin emphasis, unity (“one Spirit”) and diversity (“each one individually”).  


It should be noted here that although the centrality of Christ is the issue in the headship of the body of “Christ” the centrality of the Spirit is the issue in spiritual gifts.  Since the body of Christ and spiritual gifts is also so intimately united, what is the focus?  It may be that the unity of believers is above them within the Trinity.  The individual church member has to rise above the circumstances of race, social class, culture, and distance to a new level to really achieve unity because that is its source anyway.  Likewise, diversity is a function of the Trinity as well.  Normal human diversity and Christian member-of-the-body diversity are both functions of a higher power.  Therefore, pride in that diversity as pride in any accomplishment or ability becomes absurd.  It was not attained or procured by the individual but graciously given by the divine.

The Actual Passage

Paul begins the full-blown treatment of the body in vs. 12.  Since it begins with a simile, there is good indication that the whole body of Christ is a metaphor and not a mystical reality because one of the indications of figurative language is the contextual presence of other forms.
  He hammers away at the unity / diversity emphasis with the body / members concepts.  However, the last phrase (“body”) is undistinguished since this is only the second mention, chronologically, in the Pauline epistles of the body concept.  In fact, “body of Christ” does not occur until the last verse in the paragraph.  Thus, “body” could be thought by the initial reader to be referring to a “group” without distinction until then.  


The last phrase, “so also is Christ” obviously refers to the Church but “Christ” is used.  This seems to be a metonymy where a part stands for the whole.  If so, then Paul uses three figures of speech within one verse, simile, metaphor (understood later), and metonymy.
  This means that the Church, called the body of Christ, can be legitimately characterized as “Christ.”    Could this once again be a reference to the unifying element, Christ and his salvation?  It certainly would cause the human, worldly elements of diversity such as race, social class, culture, and distance to pale by comparison.  


Paul returns to the Spirit in vs. 13 and God in vs. 18.  The Trinity is actively involved in the whole process.  He / they are the unifying and diversifying source for the Church.  

The controversy over  as “in” or “by” will not be resolved easily.  Suffice to say that the Spirit is not termed the baptizer anywhere else unless this is the true meaning of the phrase here.
  If “by” is correct as has been often translated, then it indicates the Tri-unity of the process as discussed before.  This instrumental use is sufficiently attested in other places to warrant the general acceptance of the interpretation (Mt. 12:24; Lk. 22:49; Heb. 11:37; Rev. 2:16; 6:8; 13:10).
  If “in” is correct, this may be yet another indication of the figurative nature of this whole passage.  Water baptism is not the emphasis here since the two, baptism of the Spirit and of water, are distinguished in Acts 1:5.  The unity of this Spirit baptism erases racial / religious and social diversity.  

When we think of the distance which at that period separated Jews from Gentiles, slaves from freemen, we measure the power of the principle of union which had filled up those gulfs.  All those men so diverse in their antecedents, when once they go forth regenerated from baptism, form thenceforth only one new man in Christ.


 creates another problem in the latter clause, “and have been all made to drink into one Spirit.”  “Into” is omitted in the Nestles’ and U.B.S. texts while it is included in the Textus Receptus printed by the Trinitarian Bible Society.
  While this textual problem is minor and will not be solved until heaven, it continues the twin emphases of Triune ministry and figurative imagery.  

The allusion to the Lord’s Supper interpretation (“drink”) is rejected in favor of one to the “living water” from Jn. 7:37-39.
  Following this last idea, the twin figures in the verse present both emphases given by Paul so far.  Baptism indicates unity in the body whereas drinking indicates both unity (“one Spirit”), and diversity – “the believer…is made to drink, saturated with new forces, that he may be able to serve the body of which he has become a member.”

Having spent three verses in the beginning of this paragraph emphasizing unity around Christ, Spirit baptism, and Spirit drink, Paul switches to diversity.  

The object of this exposition is manifest.  The Corinthians were disposed to exaggerate the value of certain gifts, which, from their extraordinary character, were fitted to strike the senses, in particular of the gift of speaking in tongues.  From this prejudice there followed two evils:  One the one hand, those who did not possess such gifts kept aloof discontented and discouraged, and the Church was deprived of their services, which might have been very needful; on the other, those who possessed the gifts, took pleasure in displaying them in the assemblies, so as to prevent the less brilliant gifts from filling the place which should have been reserved for them.  It is to these two defects that the apostle successively applies the figure of the part played by the members in the human body; to the former, in the passage 15-17; to the latter, in the passage 18-26.

In vv. 15-17 Paul employs anthropomorphism in pressing the body / church metaphor.  He has various body parts comparing themselves (foot-hand, ear-eye) with others and questioning their usefulness.  This is the tension of unity/diversity expressed in vs. 14.  The body is not “one” in every sense but “many” in at least some sense.  Yet, this does not warrant self-denigration by any part.  At this point, the reader must ask why this illustration.  Had this indeed been going on in Corinth or other churches with which Paul was familiar?  If I Cor. 1-4 is any indication, it could have been.  Certainly, 14:26-33 seems to indicate a competition during the assembly for attention.  This could easily cause what Godet describes as members with the “less brilliant” gifts to stand on the sidelines while others with more notable gifts grabbed the limelight.  


Paul answers the questioning with a simple statement founded upon great theological assumptions.  God created the body “as He pleased.”  The overall reference is to the human body, but the application to the Church will come shining through later.  God is sovereign so he can do as he wills.  He is also holy and good so what he does is the best.  He is omniscient so he knows what will truly work best.  He is immanent so he is intimately concerned with the progress of his creation.  What he does will not be capricious or mediocre.  

The nature of the church supposes, that as in the body the principle of life manifests itself under one form in the eye, and in another form in the ear, so the Spirit of God dwelling in the church manifests himself under one form in one member and under a different form in another; and that the selection of his organs and distribution of his gifts are according to his sovereign pleasure.

This is easier to accept in the human body where man has lived with the delightful consequences of God’s creation for millennia.  The Corinthian church had been in existence for barely a decade or more.  They could not see the spiritual significance of this physical reality so Paul employs this extended metaphor of the body / church to teach them.  


If a believer does step back and assume the theology behind God’s creation in vs. 18, the truth of this passage comes home immediately.  However, this is the problem with most of man’s shortcomings.  There is no stepping back and trusting proper theology.  


Just as a part cannot say that the body does not need them because they are not as important as other parts so Paul says that one part cannot say they there is no need o f another.  The absurdity of an eye talking to the hand or the head to the feet in such a way is another example of figurative language.  Paul is trying through the manifold tools of literature (simile, metaphor, metonymy, anthropomorphism, humor) to show the obvious nature of the argument in contrast to the so-called obvious nature of what the Corinthians had already concluded.  


Paul goes further in his argument that not only are all members important, but those thought less important are actually more so!  He describes these members as “weaker, less honorable, and un-presentable.”  “Weaker” probably refers to internal organs or external ones not already mentioned in previous verses.  “Less honorable” may refer to those body parts that are clothed since that is one usage of “bestow”.
   “Un-presentable” would refer to those that must be clothed.  To these he gives the adjectives of “necessary, more honorable, and greater modesty”.  

The last comparison (un-presentable, greater modesty) is between two forms of the same word, ,   Godet points out,

The  is added to the two adjectives and  to express the solidarity which exists between the comeliness of one part of the body and that of our whole person.  The shame of one of our members is ours. What the apostle wished thereby to impress on the proud Corinthians as, that it pertains to the honor of the whole church that those who are charged with the humblest functions and the least prominent services should be the objects of the greatest marks of respect; we should say, if we dared so to paraphrase: To the brother serving in the agape, the best portion!  To the brother who sweeps the floor, the most honorable place beside the president!

At this point, Hodge lists four obvious conclusions from Paul’s argument on unity and diversity within the body as applied to the Church.  The first is the duty of contentment of the members with their lot, vv. 15,16.  The second is the place and gifts of each member are determined by the Lord, vs. 18.  The third is the mutual dependence of the members of the church, vs. 20.  The fourth is the least attractive gifts are the most important, vv. 22,23.


Verse 24 uses  for “tempered” (KJV) or “combined” (NIV) which also appears in Heb. 4:2 for “mixed”  (KJV).  God “mixed” the body so that parts needed each other.  That would avoid  (“schism”) or division that seems to include alienation of feeling in an organized body such as a church.
  This divine solidarity of the honorable and less than honorable parts of the body requires love of each for the other.  Since there is this solidarity, this love is a “rightly understood self interest.”

The shame or contempt which overtakes one of the members of the body exercises a depressing influence on the condition of all the others, The honor, on the contrary, rendered to one, to the head for example, when it is crowned, or to this or that other part of the body when it is brilliantly adorned, reacts on the attitude of the whole body, which erects itself and takes on a princely bearing.  The application of these figures was self-evident: If gifts inferior in appearance are despised and checked, the state of the whole church cannot fail to feel it.  The honor which the most eminent gifts receive in such circumstances will not be of good quality.  It cannot subserve the honor of the whole body, except in so far as the least of its members shares in it.


The beginning verse of the next paragraph, vs. 27, is included because it concludes and applies the whole argument of vv. 12-26.  Paul has not just been talking about the human body.  He has been talking about the body of Christ as exhibited in the Corinthian church.   The unity and diversity of the physical body is reflected in this spiritual one.  


That unity and diversity contains many emphases.  First, the unity is divine, centered in Christ (salvation) and the Holy Spirit (baptism ministry).  Second, the diversity is also divinely ordained by God.  Third, the members of that diverse body are to be content with their position as divinely ordained.  Fourth, there is to be a solidarity between the more honorable and less honorable (regardless of the criteria used to determine the positions) so that what happens to one affects the others.  Fifth, the church is to work together efficiently just as the physical body does.  


It has already been noted that there is no article before “body of Christ” in vs. 27 in the Greek text.  The Corinthian church was neither “the” body of Christ nor “a” body.  “The” opens the door for the local / universal church debate, but Ellicott has a good explanation in addition to the ones already given above.  He alludes to the anarthrous form as either predicative (predicate nominative not needing definition or under the principle of correlation (governed by the proper name following).  He says that the Corinthians were the body of Christ in the sense of being the “local organization under which the spiritual  was to find its appointed realization.”  “Temple of God” in 3:16 is offered as a parallel because it is likewise anarthrous.
  Kistemaker takes a similar approach saying that “body” is being used in the absolute sense.  “Each local congregation is a microcosm of the entire church, so that everyone who observes the congregation’s various functions knows that this body is the church in action.”
  Godet is careful to say that the “you” refers to the members of the Corinthian church as they are the members of the total body of Christ.  


This may be one of the many cases where seemingly ambiguous language exists in Scripture simply because New Testament readers would have understood the right sense.  Modern readers existing on the other side of some controversy (local / universal church) read many things into that ambiguity.  Here the general tenor of Scripture rather than proof-texting must take its rightful place in hermeneutics.  Hodge closes with this timely warning.

It is to be observed that Paul is not speaking of what ought to be, but of what is.  He does not say that it is the duty of one member of the human body to care for another member, but that it does thus care.  Such is the law of our nature.  The want of this sympathy in any part with all the rest, would prove that it was a mere excrescence which did not partake of the common life.  The same is true with regard to the body of Christ.  It is not merely the duty of one Christian to have sympathy with another; to suffer when he suffers, and to rejoice when he is honored; but such is the nature of their relation that it must be so.  The want of this sympathy with our fellow Christians, no matter by what name they may be called, is proof that we do not belong to the body of Christ.  In this, as in all other respects, Christians are imperfect. (italics supplied)

Romans 12:3-8


The next chronological mention
 of the body metaphor is found in Romans although not nearly so extensively.   The book context of Romans is an explanation of the doctrine of soteriology.   Chapters 13-15 form a practical application to the Christian life.  The treatment of each subject is very limited by comparison to I Corinthians where the intention is more occasional.  

3. For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of faith.

4. For as we have many members in one body, but all the members do not have the same function,

5. So we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of one another.

6. Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, let us prophesy in proportion to our faith;

7. Or ministry, let us use it in our ministering; he who teaches, in teaching;

8. He who exhorts, in exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.  – Rom. 12:3-8 (NKJV)

Immediate Context


Paul has just finished his discussion of the relation of Israel to soteriology in chs. 9-11.  The extensive treatment of election / sovereignty starts in ch. 8. and flows throughout the section.  Chapter 12 begins with the call to sacrifice and transformation.  Verse 3 begins the practical explanation of that transformation and continues through chapter 15.  The transition from verse 2 to the new paragraph is represented by the closing admonition to be transformed by the “renewing of the mind” and the beginning exhortation of verse 3 not to “think more highly of one self.”  This is the first application of the imperative.

Actual Passage


The reader should note that Paul begins with general language – “everyone, each one.”  This is not a passage confined to the office gifts but all the members of the church.
  He then moves to the divine origin of it all as in I Cor. 12:6,11,18, and 24.  This is a God-appointed relationship.  Paul has already alluded to this by calling his apostolic office / authority a “grace” in vs. 3.  This indicates both the divine origin and the “un-deservedness” of the position.  


The believer has been apportioned a “measure” according to faith.  Faith is not referring to salvation or the truth of the gospel but “the different respects in which faith is to be exercised in view of the diversity of functions existing in the church of Christ.”
  “Measure” refers to the various gifts mentioned in vv. 6-8 and to a measuring device.  If these gifts are not exhibited in faith, there is something wrong just as Paul says in I Cor. 13 about love.    “Faith” refers to its necessity in the exercise of gifts.
  


Verse 4 refers to the now familiar metaphor (here a simile) of the body / church.  Paul notes two facts: there are many members and they all do not do the same thing.  The believer cannot think too highly of himself because there is multiplicity and diversity.  Verse 5 adds unity – “one in Christ” and mutual dependence – “members of one another.”  Lenski adds, 

As such a member I belong to all the others, and all the others belong to me.  With whatever gifts the Lord has blessed me I serve not only Christ but, by serving him, I serve all the others, and all the others serve me.  And the latter should be brought to the consciousness of every one of us; for what is the little I contribute to them compared with the vastness of what they contribute to me?


Paul proceeds in vv. 6-8 to enumerate another list of gifts slightly different from those found in I Cor. 12.  In this case though, he qualifies each with some description of methodology.  This refers back to the “measuring stick” of faith in vs. 3 and that of love in I Cor. 13.  There are parameters to implementation within the body.  


In conclusion, Paul has reiterated his main emphases of I Cor. 10 and 12: divine origin, unity, diversity, and mutual dependence.  This has already been reflected within the soteriology of the book.  Salvation is God originated throughout.  Unity in sinfulness is expressed in chs. 1-3, and unity in final salvation occurs in ch. 11.  Diversity is expressed with the various treatments of Jews and Gentiles in those sections, 1-3 and 9-11.  Mutual dependence is a new concept based on all that has come before.  

Ephesians 1:22, 23


Ephesians represents a third emphasis in Pauline writings.  I Corinthians dealt with practical problems within the church while Romans explained the great truths of soteriology.  Ephesians centers in the formation and perfection of the Church.  This particular allusion comes within the introductory prayer and parallels the great Colossian exaltation of Christ in ch. 1.  

22. And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head over all things to the church,

23. Which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.  – Eph. 1:22,23 (NKJV)

Immediate Context


Paul opens with the “praise for spiritual possession” – vv. 3-14.  These include: election / predestination, redemption, revelation, inheritance, and sealing of the Spirit. The next section is the “prayer for spiritual perception” vv. 15-23.  The latter includes the specific requests that the Ephesians may know the “hope of the divine calling, inheritance in the saints, and the divine power to us-ward.”
  The latter request for power is illustrated by the resurrection, but it does not stop there.  There is a continued exaltation from the grave to the right hand of God, to far above everything, to head of the Church that is his body.  The obvious theme is the centrality of the head.

Actual Passage


The only mention of the body in this passage is simply epexegetical, “church, which is his body”, but coming at the end of this exaltation passage, what does it mean?  Hodge writes, 

The sense in which Christ is the head of the church, is that he is the source of its life, its supreme ruler, ever present with it, sympathizing with it, and loving it as a man loves his own flesh.  See 4, 15.16. 5, 23.29. Rom. 12,5. I Cor. 12,27.  Intimate union, dependence, and community of life, are the main ideas expressed by this figure.

Christ is also said to be “given” to the church.   Barnes interprets this as for the benefit and welfare of the church.  If there is a parallel with Mt. 16:18, it is no wonder that the “gates of hell will not prevail against it.”  There is no power left after Eph. 1:22 that could challenge Him.  The church need not fear!

The next phrase, “the fullness of him who fills all in all” is much more controversial.  “Fullness”, or , is the key word.  Some have it referring to Christ or a Gnostic fulfillment involving aeons and monads.
  These are rejected in favor of the church as the fullness, but in what sense?  There are two sub-views consisting of the following: the church is filled by Christ or the church completes his mystical person as a complement.  The first is taken in a passive sense while the latter is in an active sense.  A passive sense corresponds to the form of the word, but the active sense corresponds to the most consistent usage within the New Testament.

This “complement” view sees the Church as completing Christ.  There is no detraction from the sovereign deity of the Son already expressed in the preceding verses.  It is the body metaphor that is completed.

As to his divine essence Christ is in no sense whatever dependent on or capable of being completed by the church.  But as bridegroom he is incomplete without the bride; as vine he cannot be thought of without the branches; as shepherd he is not seen without his sheep; and so also as head he finds his full expression in his body, the church.

This forms a paradox for Christ is said to be fulfilled when he is the one who “fills all in all.”  Yet, it forms one of many seeming contradictions found in Pauline writings: “They are not all Israel that are of Israel” (Rom. 9:6); “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10); and “to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge” (Eph. 3:19).


Christ is the head of everything including the Church.  He alone deserves worship and obedience as the theme of Colossians will later bear out.  This headship is “for” the church that fulfills him.  There is reciprocity here.  

He is the head of the persecuted church that seems to be losing the battle with the world and of the non-persecuted church that does not seem to need him since it has so many other resources.  The church is the complement as the body is to the head.  As a complement, should it not compliment him with praise and obedience?

Eph. 2:16; 3:6


Having discussed the establishment of the body of Christ starting with election and continuing through salvation by grace, Paul continues with a discussion of the relation to the Old Testament people of Israel.  Chapter 2:11-22 describes the alienation of Israel and the Gentiles along with their reconciliation by Christ at the cross.  Chapter 3:1-7 shows that this reconciliation is the mysterious part of the new organism being discussed in Ephesians, the body of Christ.  Those two opposite groups are now united by Christ in a new grouping called the Church.

2:16.  And that He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the cross thereby putting to death the enmity.

3:6.  That the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel,

2:16


After establishing the centrality of the head in ch. 1, Paul emphasizes the unity of the body despite its origins.  The Jews had the exalted position understood by all those knowledgeable of the Old Testament.  The Gentiles were described in 2: 11-13 as “uncircumcision, aliens, strangers from the covenants, having not hope, without God.”  

This was caused by the law of God given to Moses.  He even alludes to a “middle wall of division” which may refer to the wall in Jerusalem that separated the court of the Gentiles from the temple proper and had the following inscription: “No foreigner may enter within the barricade which surrounds the sanctuary and enclosure.  Anyone who is caught doing so will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.”


This separation was exacerbated by hostility from foreign invasion and oppression from Babylonian to Roman times.  In each case, there had been heathen religion (idolatry) brought in with those occupations.  The all-sufficiency of the cross broke down that barrier of hostility by doing away with the law.  He made the ceremonial law void or superseded it.
  This is not to divide God’s law into the parts used for modern study: moral, civil, and ceremonial.  Paul seems to emphasize that aspect with “law of commandments contained in ordinances.” In reality, all of the law was fulfilled and set aside although the moral concepts underlying it continue for eternity in the character of God and his New Testament revelation.
 


His death also accomplished the reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles in one “new” (3:6) body.  Therefore the diversity of the body is balanced by the action of the head to form a new unity.  The body in question is not Christ’s physical but mystical body, the Church.  

3:6

Paul’s second reference within a few verses to the unity of the Church makes this clearer.  Paul had been made the apostle of the Gentiles to announce this new unity.  He did so in his public as well as his literary ministry.  The new relationship was not the inclusion of the Gentiles because Old Testament writers spoke of this again and again (Gen. 12:3; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14; Ps. 72; 87; Isa. 11:10; 49:6; 54:1-3; 60:1-3; Hos. 1:10; Amos 9:11ff; Mal. 1:11).  It was the equality of the Gentiles and Jews in a new grouping called the body of Christ or the Church.
 

The Gentiles were of the same body—not attached like an excrescence, not incorporated like a foreign substance, but concorporated so that the additional were not to be distinguished from the original members in such a perfect amalgamation.  The body is the one church under the one Head, and believing Jew and Gentile form that one body, without schism or the detection of national variety or of previous condition.

This unity from such diversity is accomplished by salvation and maintained by the head.  It is an aspect of grace as basic salvation (2:8,9) and Paul’s ministry (3:2).  If God could reconcile such widely divergent components in ancient times, why are they not united now?  Is there not a recognition of the origin of body unity?  

Eph. 4:4,11-16


Paul begins his most extensive section in this prison epistle with an exhortation to unity.   His motivation is that this will be more worthy of their calling (salvation) than the disunity that may have occasioned the passage.  His methodology is humility, mutual dependence, and love.  


Verse 3 mentions this unity as “of the Spirit” which may be an allusion to I Cor. 12:12,13 where it is the baptism of that Spirit which constitutes the unity of the body of Christ.
  If this is so and it seems likely, then the believer is once again draw to a supernatural unity above and beyond circumstances.  Race, culture, and distance (frequent dividing points) are just circumstances.  

4. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called in one hope of your calling; 

11. And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, 

12. For the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ,

13. Till we all come to the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ;

14. That we should not longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness by which they lie in wait to deceive,

15. But, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ—

16. From whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.  –Eph. 4:4, 11-16 (NKJV)

4:4


From the introduction of the exhortation to unity, Paul cites the grounds for that unity beginning in this verse and proceeding through two more.  First, there is “one body and one Spirit.”  Paul asserts this as a fact (“You are…”) not an exhortation (“You should be…”).   The truth behind this statement makes a strong witness for a mystical, universal referent rather than a local assembly.
  It also closely ties together the reasons for this unity, “one Spirit” and “one hope”.  

The last phrase of the verse, “one hope of your calling;” seems to refer to salvation from the book context, 1:18, 4:1, and Pauline writings, Rom. 8:30.  The baptism of the Spirit and salvation constitute the ground of unity.    

The church, no matter where it is situated, or in what age of the world it exists—no matter of what race, blood, or color are its members, or how various the tongues in which its services are presented—is one, and remains so, unaffected by distance or time, or physical, intellectual, and social distinctions.

Intervening Text

In the intervening verses Paul bolsters his argument with other foundations for unity (vv. 5,6) mentioning all the members of the Trinity, doctrine (or trust indicating salvation again), and baptism.  Verses 7-10 begin a new section dealing with spiritual gifts that are an aspect of diversity.  The tension here is that this aspect of diversity often conflicts with unity when it should promote it.
  That result will be more possible if the truth of the origin of spiritual gifts is noticed in this verse.  They are “gifts” given my “Christ” as an aspect of “grace”.  “Every one should be contented with the position assigned him; neither envying those above, nor despising those below him.”


Verses 8-10 are based on a quotation from Psa. 68:18 and figuratively picture a conquering army returning with the spoils of victory.  Despite the textual and contextual differences between the original passage and this quotation,
 the purpose seems to be to emphasize the victory of Christ on the cross (paralleling 1:18-22) and is ultimate sovereignty.  He has given because he is the victor over all.

4:11-16

Paul gives another extensive discussion of spiritual gifts as in I Cor. 12-14 but with more on their impact on the total body of Christ.  He begins with another non-exhaustive list usually called the office gifts that must be collated with I Cor. 12 and Rom. 12  for a comprehensive picture.  What proceeds is a detailed explanation of the reason for gifts.


Verse 12 has been variously interpreted as containing parallel phrases or one primary and two subordinate ones.  The view that the first “for” () is the ultimate objective of the gifts while the second and third “for” () is the immediate use seems to be the best.
  With that, the ultimate objective of spiritual gifts is the “equipping of the saints” of which “the work of the ministry” and the “edifying of the body” are more immediate ones.    This accomplishes two things; it exalts the ministry of the Word and it includes all the members in the work.
  Hodge writes,

They therefore are insane, who neglecting this means hope to be perfect in Christ, as is the case with fanatics, who pretend to secret revelations of the Spirit; and the proud, who content themselves with the private reading of the Scripture, and imagine they do not need the ministry of the church.  If Christ has appointed the ministry for the edification of his body, it is in vain to expect that end to be accomplished in any other way.

Paul then enumerates three descriptive (and progressive) phrases for the equipping of the saints in vs. 12.
  When these are reached, then the goal has been obtained.  The reader should note that “we all” is the subject of this endeavor.  The unified body of Christ is edified by the spiritual gifts of vs. 11 so that all the diverse members, including Paul, may come to unity.  This seems inconsistent with the declaration of existing unity in vv. 3-6, but there are two aspects being discussed here.  The first mention in the previous verses is the real unity that exists from God’s standpoint.  The second mention represents the reality of the disunity that often exists within the body.  The body is one yet it is not.
  

The characterization of this unity as centered in faith and knowledge of Christ parallels all the other passages on the unity/diversity tension.  The unity is not in circumstances but in Christ, his teaching, and his salvation.  


The concrete expression of that unity will be the “fully mature man”.  This is contrasted with “children” in the next verse and more fully explained in the next phrase, “measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”  “The church becomes adult when it reaches the fullness of Christ (complete conformity).”
  Christ likeness is true perfection.  


There is a difference of opinion on whether these are attainable in this age or the next.  If it is in the next, then these are ideals to strive for.  Hodge takes this position in light of ch. 5 and the presentation of the church without spot or wrinkle that takes place in end times.
  Hendriksen agrees but ties it to Phil. 3:14 which was probably written later and denies that Paul had already attained but was still striving for perfection.
  Govett ties it to the coming of Christ.  When this goal is attained, then the end of this dispensation is at hand.
 

 If one takes the “unattainable” view, does this detract from the gravity of the passage.  No!  Ideals present goals to be attained that are beyond normal accomplishment.  They may be momentarily realized but not continuously practiced.  That is what makes them ideal, and these verses seem to point in that direction.  Certainly, Paul would have an advantage on all yet he denied fulfillment under inspiration.  


If there is no perfect attainment, there must be striving because of the contrast of vs. 14.  The opposite of the mature man is the immature child.  This implied condemnation is not based on physical size or emotional instability but the intellectual / spiritual.  The child is unstable and liable to deception.  Paul pictures them as being in a ship without a rudder, tossed to and fro by the waves, and driven about by every wind, but these adverse forces are not natural but doctrinal.
  The difficulty is that the believer is to be striving for maturity that is characterized by “unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.”  At least some aspect of that phrase is doctrinal as well as experiential.  

Not only are the immature susceptible, but there is deliberate deception waiting for them.  “By the trickery of men” is from , the word for cube or dice—implying the fraudulence of gambling.  “Cunning craftiness by which they lie in wait to deceive” implies a “systematic process of deception peculiar to itself and that this mechanism may not fail or scare away its victims by unguarded revelations of its nature and purpose, it is wrought with special maneuver.
  What this emphasizes is that the maturity that is the goal of spiritual gifts in vs. 11 is not an option.  There are adverse forces working for the destruction of the believer.  This is one of the reasons for the body of Christ – to combat these forces.


”speaking the truth” also means “holding the truth” or “truthing it”.
  The situation seems parallel to I Cor. 8:1-3 where the knowledge of the stronger brother is not exhibited in love toward the weaker one concerning meat offered to idols.  

There are two great enemies of a successful ministry, whether carried on among believers or among unbelievers.  One is departure from truth, compromise with the lie, whether in words or deeds.  The other is chilling indifference with respect to the hearts and lives, and troubles and trials, of the people whom one is ostensibly trying to persuade.  Paul has the real solution: the truth must be practiced in love.
 


The purpose of establishment in the truth exhibited lovingly is to grow into union with Christ, the head of the body.  This is yet another synonymous phrase for Christ likeness.  This attribute is to be balanced in all areas of life.   The individual parts develop symmetrically so that the body itself does also.  


Paul then extends his metaphor of the body.  Christ is the organic head causing his body to live and grow, and he is the ruling head exercising authority over the church.
  

There has been some controversy about “what every joint supplies” and “which every part does its share”.  Is the growth described here from the members or from the head?  The parallel in Col. 2:19, as here, emphasizes the head, Christ.  The head causes all to grow, but growth involves all the parts together.  Each member, joined together, supplies something to growth.  All of this requires love, which is the basis for unity, and Paul adds it here for the third time since 4:1.  


At this point, Paul has combined all the key emphases of the Scripture on the body of Christ.  There is the centrality of the head (vs. 15), unity of the body (vv. 4, 13, 16), diversity of the membership (vv. 11, 12, 16), and mutual dependence of those members (vv.12, 16).  

Eph. 5:23, 29-30


Paul closes a long string of imperatives with the injunction to be filled with the Spirit in vs. 18.  This is followed by four participles describing the result of this ministry of the Spirit.
  The final participle of submission is explained by three common situations in life from 5:22-6:9
  

23. For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body.

29. For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as the Lord does the church.

30. For we are members of His body, of His flesh and of His bones. –Eph. 5:23, 29-30  (NKJV)


In the middle of this great passage on the husband / wife relationship, there is another allusion to the church as the body of Christ.  Wives are enjoined to submit to their husbands because they are their heads.  Authority is the first idea that comes to mind, and certainly, it is there.  But, the next phrase that mentions the body metaphor puts that authority in a new light.  He is also the Savior of the body.  “He is her head as being vitally interested in her welfare.  He is her protector.  His pattern is Christ who, as the head of the church, is its Savior!
  The church is to be subject to Christ because of this fact.  He has done something of inestimable value to earn that right.  The groundwork is being laid for the command to the husbands in vs. 25 about sacrificial love, which parallels Christ’s work on the cross.  Centrality of the head, Christ is definitely the emphasis here by Paul.


In vv. 29, 30, a further comparison is drawn for the husband between their body love and Christ’s.  Just as any man is selfish and self-loving of his body so he should be to his wife.  This is compared to the headship of Christ and his body, the Church.  Christ “nourishes and cherishes” it.  He does not just lead it in authority, but he loves it in care.

The diversity / unity tension is raised when believers are compared to the flesh and bones of Christ.  This is best understood as analogous to Eve’s relation to Adam.  “As Eve derived her life from the body of Adam, so we derive our life from the body of Christ, and as she was partaker of Adam’s life, so we are partakers of the life of Christ.”
  It may be mysterious (vs. 32), but it is real.  


The centrality of the head is not one way.  He is not just the authority always receiving, but he is the caregiver, also giving.  That peculiar relationship is used as the ideal for the husband and wife relationship.  This is also a reflection of 4:16.  He supplies what is necessary for growth there; it is called nourishing and cherishing here.  

Colossians


Just as there are strong parallels between the overall content of Ephesians and Colossians so there is in this specific area of the body of Christ.  Therefore this parallel will be only briefly explored.


This opening exaltation passage concerning Christ closely parallels Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 1.  In both places, Eph. 1:22,23 and Col. 1:18, he emphasized the centrality of the head over all things first, and over the church also.  This is the authority aspect.  In Col. 1:24, the care giving of Eph. 5:23, 29, 30 is paralleled.  Paul speaks of his sufferings as identified with Christ’s.  Barnes takes this as not a denial of the sufficiency of the cross but a lacking on Paul’s part in his identification with Christ.
  Eadie interprets this as the Head suffering for all his members because he identifies with all his members.  

The personal sufferings of Jesus are over, but his sufferings in His people still continue.  They are still defective; for much remains to be endured in this world.  The apostle, in suffering for the sake of the church, felt that he was filling up the measure of those afflictions.

That two way flow of member to head and head to member is reflected again in this passage.  This is the same truth of Col. 2:19 that parallels so closely Eph. 4:16 when it discusses the physical parts of the body.  They provide a part in the growth of the body as they exercise their abilities.  That exercise is with the strength provided “from God.”


This comes in a paragraph that condemns the legalism of the Jews and the mystical worship of angels from the Greek world.  Both had missed the mark of Christ.  He, not his law or his creation, was to be worshiped.  

Chapter 3:15 closes out these parallels with an allusion to unity in peace found in Eph. 4:1-4.  This peace was the object of their calling and is realized within the organism called the body of Christ.   The difficulties of diversity within that body are overcome with obedience to this command.  The origin of this peace is God.  The believer is to “allow it to rule.”  

Summary of Exegesis


Paul has consistently hammered several emphases although not in every book.  The body of Christ has a head that is its authority and its caregiver.  He alone is central.  He, his salvation, and the Holy Spirit are responsible for unity within that body.  When the difficulties of unity rear their ugly heads, these are the principles to slay them.  Diversity within that unity is intentional for the benefit of the unity.  God gave different gifts so that all could work together for growth.  That diversity also means mutual dependence.  If one or more is not working within the body, then growth is inhibited at all levels – individually, locally, and internationally.  
Implications of this Exegesis


Given the four emphases of Paul, what are the implications for the individual believer, the local church, and the international body?  Most books that deal with the body of Christ emphasize the implementation of spiritual gifts as evidenced in I Cor. 12 and Eph. 4.  Some include mutual dependence but the basic emphasis is on complete member involvement.
  Yet, there are other emphases within this metaphor.  Roman Catholics focus on unity, but that should not cause non-Catholics to avoid the issue.  What are the implications of all of Paul’s emphases within the three levels mentioned above?  The following are personal observations beyond the spiritual gifts / body love / Catholic unity emphasis.

The Centrality of Christ


The primary passages for this point are in Eph. 1 and Col. 1 where the strict statement appears, but it is present within all the passages.  Certainly, preeminence is the focus in Eph. 1 and Col. 1 but why?  The head was considered the source and center of the life of the body in Bible times.  Although the historicity of this is disputed, the “body” passages bear this out, Eph. 4:15, 16; Col. 2:19.
  He is the source of the growth in which each member is to contribute and participate.  He is the source of the spiritual gifts that differentiate the believers, Eph. 4:11.  He is also the supreme one as evidenced in 1:22 and 1:18 of those same books.  

The Individual Believer
What does that mean to the believer?  Christ is the authoritative head of the total body of believers and each individual one as well.  There may be intermediaries such as pastors and denominational heads (whatever title they may hold), but Christ is the head.  His authority holds sway over theirs in any conflict.   While the source of life aspect is often the one emphasized, authority fits well in the two contexts of Eph. 1 and Col. 1.  

This became more important as the apostles died and the church began to develop its hierarchies and later fragmented into denominations.  The individual believer came to have many human heads that were just as sinfully susceptible as he or she was.  They interpreted and implemented Scripture differently as evidenced by the various “bodies” (denominations, conventions, fellowships, etc.) within Christianity.   The individual believer is only bound to truly obey one (Christ) when there is conflict.  

That One has all power also.  No human institution can match much less exceed the power of the Head, who is Christ.  This should be a great comfort to those in persecution that has been the norm in church history.  Deleting the abnormality of the American experience, nearly all believers regardless of locality have suffered for their faith.  In the end, Christ won every time and will continue to do so because he is supreme.


Despite the emphasis on the community of the body, believers can become separated from the local body and even other individuals because of oppression (imprisonment, social isolation, last survivor).  He or she can take solace in the fact that the source of all growth is Christ.  This is not to minimize mutual dependency and unity but to maximize centrality.  He is the head from which the body is “nourished” – Col. 2:19.   Although community is the ideal; isolation can make this headship very precious.


He is also the source of the spiritual gifts possessed by the believer.  All three members are involved but Eph. 4:11 states his instrumentality as the head.  This creates diversity but with purpose.  The body member cannot react in pride or recrimination to this diversity (I Cor. 12) because the head made him this way.  His ability is necessary in some peculiar fashion because the body under the wise direction of the head needs it.  


One highly specific application of headship is found in Eph. 5 in the comparison with marriage.  Christ’s relationship with his church is compared with that of the husband and wife.  Given the wealth of things done by Christ for his body in salvation and continual nourishment, this puts a heavy burden on the husband as the head of his home.  Although the emphasis is on the wife’s obligation in 5:22-24, the simile carries many implications that are reflected in 5:25-30.   There is sacrificial love that fits the role of servant in leadership expressed by Christ in the gospels.   

There is even a comparison with “selfish” love of the body.  This “possessive-ness” is one of the aspects of godly jealousy described of God for Israel in the Old Testament prophets.   Although “selfish, possessive, and jealous” often have negative connotations, they are used positively here and elsewhere to describe God’s love for the believer and, by comparison, the husband’s love for his wife.  What a measuring stick!

The Local Church

Christ is the authority in all disputes with other churches and the ruling body, both secular and sacred.  This became important in situations such as the oppressed church of Nazi Germany and the Communist countries of the Soviet Republics and Eastern Europe.  Each had an official union that bowed to the government, and individual congregations (as led by their pastor in most cases) had to accede or secede.  Despite the dire consequences, many did secede whether officially or in their hearts because Christ was their head not the government or this religious union.


With reference to the local assembly currently without a pastor, Christ is the head nourishing it as well.  True, the presence of a human shepherd seems more efficient and comforting, but even he operates from Christ.  The interim leadership must also recognize this as well.  Church attendance and membership typically dwindle during extended times of seeking a pastor.  Despite the depravity of man, this does not need to be so for Christ is the nourishing head.  

The International Church

Disunity is almost a fore-gone conclusion with the various denominations and sects of history.  Given the gravity of some of the doctrinal differences, that will always be.  For true believers in Christ, differences (minor theological points and polity) can be minimized because it is his salvation and leadership that unites them.  Local congregations around the world making up the international church have Him!  Again this is not to minimize unity but to maximize centrality.

Unity


Most believers would not miss the problem of the lack of unity within the Corinthian church.  They were guilty of divisions based on personality preferences, going to court with one another, violating the Lord’s Supper, and a complete misunderstanding of the diversity and use of spiritual gifts.  Yet, local churches down through the ages have been just as guilty of division.  

The Individual Believer

Deleting Pink’s interpretation mentioned earlier, there is to be a unity that transcends the gaps of culture, distance, and race.  Paul says in I Cor. 12: 25-26 that there should be mutual suffering, honor, and rejoicing.  This is easiest within the local church as recognized by the church growth movement.  They recommend at least seven new friends in the church within the first six months, seven small groups for every one hundred members, and one of every five groups in the church should have been started in the past two years.
  


Despite what one may think of the church growth movement, these are recognitions of the necessity for unity as well as mutual dependence of the individual within the corporate body.   There must be friends as characterized by the term “fellowship” in Acts 2:42 in the first mention of church in Acts.  Arn lists eight types of small groups that employ and encourage the individual believer giving him or her a sense of unity.
  The tension of unity and diversity is represented in the final ratio given of beginning new groups periodically.  This is because of the problem of insulation of an older, established group.  The unity of that group becomes disunity with others within the same congregation as time passes.


The individual must also realize not only his own place but that of others in unity.  What effects one effects all.  This is comforting when the individual is on the receiving end of this unity such as in a crisis.  It is frustrating when one is on the giving end because a responsibility is created which may make great demands.  That necessary reciprocation is not only fair but God given, I Cor. 12:24, 25. 


This necessitates awareness both on the local as well as the international level.  The individual has a responsibility toward those of the local flock as well as those across the ocean.  Fortunately, modern media is so well developed as to give almost instant awareness of news and needs around the world.  Un-awareness does not reduce obligation.   The individual must become aware of the needs of the foreign field (for prayer and support) as well as he should for those in his own local congregation.  Both are commendable.


Unity also involves more than physical and emotional needs.  There is theological and practical diversity that must be tolerated.   The conflict of Paul and Barnabas in Acts 15, James’ advice to Paul in Acts 21, and the classic meat-offered-to-idols passages in Rom. 14 and I Cor. 8-10 illustrate this.  Paul delineated the boundaries in I Cor. 8:13 by saying that he would forego meat to preserve unity.  This is theological because there is a difference of understanding behind these practices.  It is not wholesale capitulation because Acts 15 involves a rejection of one group’s theology simply for unity.  Paul was not afraid to condemn others, Gal. 1, 2.  


The disunity that comes because of minor theological points or practices defeats God’s original intention.  Obviously, John saw great theological and practical disunity between his seven churches in Revelation.  That division was evident in 3 John with Diotrephes although it seems to have been more motivated by pride than theology.  Could that be the basic motivation elsewhere?

The Local Church  


The Macedonian churches exhibited this in 2 Cor. 8 and 9 when they sent gifts to the Jerusalem church.  Paul described it as part of reciprocation in 8:12-15 and Rom. 15:27 and as proof of grace and love in 2 Cor. 8:7, 15.  The modern local assembly owes the same debt to others in need.  James 2 includes the social aspect in “true religion.”  

There is a responsibility for unity in the crisis of need, but there is also a responsibility for unity in other matters.  Acts 15 represents unity against heresy based on doctrine but exhibited most fundamentally in practice.   That unity was to cross the artificial boundaries of the Jew and Gentile that had been abolished by Christ on the cross.  Although Ephesians 2 and Colossians 2 had not been written, the truth was still there.  Christ had breached that most concrete of “biblical” (Old Testament) boundaries. What about those that abound today within and between local churches?  

There should also be a unity of program.  A consistent thought given in the late eighties was that the medium size church would cease to exist because the other two extremes provided services that it could not.  The small church provided community while the large and mega-churches had the resources to provide expensive and varied programs.  The medium size church could really do neither well.  Why not unite?  If one church in an area does one ministry well, why not support it rather than trying to duplicate it?  This could include camps, Awana, holiday pageants, Christian schools,  revivals / Bible conferences, and even missionaries.

In many cases, there is virtually doctrinal identity so what is the problem?  It may be pride!  This is the same as described in I Cor. 12 when the parts of the body began to feud with one another.   
The International Church


The international church (made up of a myriad of local ones) has the same Macedonian / Jerusalem responsibility.  While dependency can be a terrible consequence, the have’s have a responsibility to use their resources for the have not’s.  That necessitates being informed of opportunities as Macedonia certainly was.  It also involves proper methodology although honesty was the issue in 2 Cor. 8 rather than dependency.  


This has resulted in “mothering” new daughter churches and underwriting international projects and people.  This should not be perpetual so that dependency develops, but it should be available and used as need permits.  


It may involve closer “identification” with one part of the world or foreign local church.  This would necessitate greater transparency on both parts, but it could result in greater needs being met.  The question often arises as to the reciprocation from the “have not’s”.  What can they really provide in this situation?  


Rom. 1:11,12 speaks of Paul desiring to visit Rome to impart a spiritual gift for establishment of that work and mutual encouragement.  The first provision by the “have not’s” is an opportunity to serve.  Paul highly prized this as a privilege, and it should not be minimized because of the potential impact.  Service to these people can and has reshaped believers and local churches as they caught the missionary and vocational vision.  Ministries have been launched on the individual and corporate basis because of these opportunities realized.  

However, I Cor. 12:22-24 speaks of these parts of the body as “necessary, more honorable and worthy of greater modesty.”  By analogy this may refer to internal organs or those parts of the body that are culturally unacceptable for show.  Yet, each one of these parts is vital to the efficient function of the body.  If the “have not’s” of the international church are this vital, how so?  


They provide at least two things, an example and prayer partners.  The example aspect may include spirituality under adversity that is not prominent in the United States.  This was one of the greatest impacts of the opening of the Eastern European church to the West.  Americans learned of what these fellow members of the body had endured and become.  Many westerners were exposed to the pale comparison of their own assemblies.  Its negative side can include the glorification of an individual or group for their endurance.  This has happened so care must be taken to remember that they are struggling believers also.  


Prayer partners appear last here but should not be last on the list.  To have another person or group praying for a believer is a great privilege not to be minimized.  It necessitates information and transparency for specific prayer, but it is a high calling represented by Paul’s numerous prayers in his epistles for the locality.

Diversity


Unity can be stressed to the suppression of all else even proper doctrine.  It is held in tension in I Cor. 12 and Eph. 4 with diversity.  God wants both, and since they can be mutually exclusive in a given situation, the believer must discern where one takes precedence.  

The Individual Believer

He or she is the primary focus of I Cor. 12.  There is room for diversity because God gave diverse gifts for a purpose.   This means that none are unimportant nor are they supreme.  All work together for the efficiency of the body.  Is deletion or disease among the members making the metaphor “walk on all fours?”  I Cor. 12 says that there should be no pride or abasement because of diversity.  I Cor. 14: 26 may well represent suppression as well as pride.  Certainly, godly suppression is commanded later if an interpreter and proper procedure is not followed.   It seems that the goal of diversity is unity!  The lack of edification of the body is the reason for godly suppression.  If all gifts are needed and given to be used, none should be suppressed unless it is not leading to unity.  


No individual should put himself down or be put down.  He or she has a contribution to make to the body.  Paul hinted at this when he described the source of the Macedonian gift for the Jerusalem church as “deep poverty” and “great trial of affliction” – 2 Cor. 8:2.  There may not seem to be a contribution, but there is.  


Paul exhibited this when he listed so many “fellow laborers” and “fellow soldiers” in his closing to the Roman church (Rom. 16).  He needed many individuals as well as churches (Philippi – 4:10-20).  John did the same in commending Gaius in 3 John.  All play a role however minor in the grand scheme of things.  At any one moment, they are crucial.  


This would necessitate a constant reminder to find the abilities of people and begin using them.  Spiritual gift tests and ministry promotion are key and have become the focus of many books in this area.  Public praise is also essential.  Recognition of the many jobs necessary to make a ministry a success breeds greater involvement just as the lack can breed lesser participation.  Pride is a potential pitfall, but discouragement is also in an opposite way.  End-of-the-year, celebration banquets are one way.  Bulletin inserts and having people stand during a service are another.  

This is listed as individual although it overlaps with the next corporate section because they are individuals who are involved as both the leader and the follower.  Individuals who adopt this policy can change the total church stance on this issue.

The Local Church


All members must be encouraged to develop their contribution to the body.  This may not be just in the “spiritual” areas but physical and financial.  Gaius and Philemon (vv. 4-7) were good examples.  Prayer warriors should not be a last resort – “we have done everything else so now lets pray.”  It must become a first resort – “let us pray first, and then we can see what else there is to do.”  Eastern European churches have lamented that they have lost the extended hours in prayer with their new freedoms and the “westernization” of their church.  A dear prayer warrior (regardless of age) who cannot preach, teach, sing, organize, or fix things is still a valuable asset.  Those who do the mundane chores of providing meals, fixing what is broken in facilities and equipment, and clerical work also serve too.  


There must also be toleration for the diversity of the local body.  “Doing church” is not prescribed in the New Testament except generically by principle.  Therefore, it should not be prescribed between individuals or local assemblies.  Actual church services are only superficially recorded except as there is violation of basic principles as in the Lord’s Supper in I Cor. 11.  Worship intent not style is the issue.


A realization of this could help bridge ethnic and cultural gaps between believers.  Music is certainly one sore spot, but type and number of services are another.  Most of these are controlled by the culture of the area and must be understood by all.  Video presentations of worship services and activities can help allay the lack of toleration.

The International Church


If there is to be toleration on an individual and local basis, should there not be on the international level?  The first church council in Acts 15 recognized this by putting “no greater burden” upon the Gentile churches than the four things mentioned in vs. 29.  The same toleration that recognizes the diversity of the appearance and function of the various body parts in I Cor. 12 must be present between churches around the globe.  This is especially needed in the United States where exposure to other cultures is not so available.  Exposure through video and slide presentations as well as missionary trips is vital.  

Mutual Dependence


I Cor. 12 argues that all the parts of the physical body and the metaphorical one in question need each other.  Eph. 4:16 and Col 2:19 emphasize the part that all play in the efficient working of both bodies.

The Individual Believer

That “no man is an island” is not just a quote from John Donne; it is a spiritual truth.  Individual members of the physical body cannot exist without the rest or artificial means.  Individual members of Christ’s body can exist under extreme conditions such as solitary confinement for whatever the reason.  The norm, though, is community.  I Cor. 12:21 condemns any lack of need on one member’s part.  


This would involve participation within the local church.  Isolation that is forced and not preventable is one thing.  Isolation that is self-chosen when biblical alternatives are available violates the body metaphor.  It also violates the example of Acts as the apostles went about starting churches after evangelizing individuals and areas.  It would also involve participation beyond just attendance and the worship service.  Such superficiality cannot be the design of the body in any of these passages.  If spiritual gifts were given for diversity and necessity (I Cor. 12:15-17, 21-24), mutuality is also the design (vv. 25, 26). 


It is easy for those with the more public gifts of preaching, teaching, and administrating to fail to see their dependency on others.  After all, it is the others who are apparently dependent on them.  This is schism.  If the more “public” members communicate their dependency to the more “private” ones using this passage and their own explanations, what could that do to a proper understanding of diversity?  


The employed of the church need the finances and attendance provided by the rest, but they need more.  They also need prayer support and implementation of Scriptural teaching because it is the whole body that edifies itself, Eph. 4:12, 13.  These “heads” (who are really just members) must communicate their dependency to their constituency.

The Local Church

One local church can seldom do the job to reach an entire community.  There are those who must go it alone, but what of the blessed communities which have more than one local assembly.  They need each other.  Here is where diversity of ministry crops up again.  Their collective resources must be greater than their individual ones.  Why not admit that dependency?  Why not provide resources so someone else’s ministry can flourish and benefit all.  This would include support of camps, Christian schools, revival / Bible conferences, missionaries, and even evangelistic endeavors.  

The International Church

Churches anywhere need churches everywhere.  The world is not being reached efficiently yet resources exist in other parts of the world to assist.  Spirit-killing financial dependency must be avoided, but efficient use of resources fulfills the metaphor.  As the empire initially needed Jerusalem to send them missionaries and then doctrinal instruction (Acts 15), so Jerusalem needed financial assistance from Macedonia later (2 Cor 8).    

Conclusion

God moved Paul to use a difficult metaphor to emphasize four comparisons between his church and the human body.  They are the centrality of the head, unity, diversity, and mutual dependency of the members.  These cannot be avoided because they permeate New Testament ecclesiology.  They should be practiced because they lead to the Eph. 4 goal of Christlikeness.  
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